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Black women played an important role in the civil rights movement. Black women poets
started a revolution (Photo: The Library of Congress).

W

hen she was 21-years-old, Frances Ellen Watkins Harper

wrote her first small volume of poetry, “Forest Leaves,” and later

began writing poetic works for antislavery newspapers. One of her
poems, “Eliza Harris,” was published in The Liberator, and in
Frederick Douglass’ Paper. In one of her popular poems, “Learning
To Read,” she talked about her life and the importance for Black
slaves to be literate. Harper was a poet, lecturer, and writer who was
the first African American woman to publish a short story. She was
also a popular abolitionist during the 19th century and co-founded
the National Association of Colored Women’s Clubs.
“But some of us would try to steal
A little from the book,
And put the words together,
And learn by hook or crook.”
- “Learning to Read” by Frances Ellen Watkins Harper
Harper may be unfamiliar to you, especially when compared to her
popularized successors Maya Angelou, Toni Morrison, and Audre
Lorde, but she isn’t the only one. Other Black women poetic activists
of the past such as Ida Wells, Phillis Wheatley Peters, and Mary Ann
Shadd Cary changed history with their works. Wells, an early
founder of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People (NAACP); Peters, one of the best-known poets in pre-19th
century America; Cary, the first black woman publisher in North

America and the first woman publisher in Canada. These women
were fearless in their fight for civil rights and their resilience shined
through their writing and ability to vocalize it.

Frances Ellen Watkins Harper had her poetry published in various anti-slavery papers such
as The LIberartor (Photo: The Library of Congress).

W

hen you look at our society today, you’ll notice a backward

shift. We’ve seen an outcry to ban books that might make white
students uncomfortable in the classroom. Conservatives in Texas are
pushing for audits of school libraries — something the LA Times
deems a “war on books.” These conservatives and their supporters
deem books such as the novel “Lawn Boy” by Jonathan Evison and
the graphic novel “Losing the Girl” by MariNaomi as “anti-American,”
and Marxist ideology — all in their effort to rid their libraries of
books that might revolve around critical race theory.
Classics such as “To Kill a Mockingbird” and “Of Mice and Men” were
banned in Burbank last year. Parents were unhappy with the way
race and racism were depicted in the novels and they were two of
the top banned books nationwide at that time. Black women authors
have also had their voices dimmed, with books such as “The Poet X,”
and “Monday’s Not Coming,” being among the books that were
challenged due to their racial influences. Why are the books of black
female authors, many of them dead, at the center of this crucial
decisive moment? Their writing has power. Their work matters. And
what we read can shift the way we think and act.
A popular poet of the past and present is Maya Angelou. Angelou,
who was a leading figure in the 20th century was revolutionary. Her
autobiography, “I Know Why The Caged Bird Sings,” was published
in 1969. This piece became the first non-fiction bestseller written by

a Black woman. And to this day it remains a literary classic. Unlike
Wheatley who subtly hinted at racism and slavery, Angelo was an
outspoken activist. Throughout her life, she fought for racial and
gender equality — lifting up the voices of the unheard and helping to
shape society the way it is today. Angelou recited her poem during
the Presidential Inauguration of President Bill Clinton in 1993. Her
speech “On the Pulse of Morning,” was powerful. The themes revolve
around change, inclusion, the country’s responsibility for the people,
and the personification of nature. Her speech was heard by
thousands, as was Gorman’s.
And before Angelou was young African-American poet Phillis
Wheatley, who was prominent during the American Revolution. Like
many I’ve asked, Wheatly wasn’t spoken much about or at all during
history or literature classes when going over activists or popular
poets. Wheatly was born in South Africa and sold into slavery at a
young age in North America. She was bought by the Wheatly family
in Boston. During her life enslaved she was the first AfricanAmerican and second woman (with Anne Bradstreet as the first) to
publish a book of poems. Her work revolved around many themes,
although the struggle for independence and racial freedom was
hinted at throughout, especially with her one work: “On Being
Brought from Africa to America (1768).”
Her work later met fame and she became proof for the racist White
Man that Black individuals had the intellect and were far from being

meant to be treated like animals. It wasn’t until after Wheatly that
Harper succeeded.

W

hen you look at speech today, the suppression of Black voices

exists. America has a habit of silencing Black individuals, especially
Black women. Even today, the attorney for one of the three
defendants accused of Ahmaud Arbery’s murder tried to have the
Rev. Al Sharpton and other Black activists banned from the
courtroom. Their reason: their presence could be seen as attempting
to influence the jury — which only holds one Black member.
In the 19th and 20th centuries, Black women were active in the fight
for universal suffrage. They were leaders and participants in political
meetings and protests. They fought for the right to vote — working
for anti-slavery newspapers and churches to expand the platform for
Black activists. Even in the past, their voices were suppressed. Black
men and white women were known more in the fight for rights —
where they were excluded from the National American Woman
Suffrage Association’s conventions. It was because of this Black
women fought more for universal suffrage than solely Black
freedom. In a world where being a man and being white were
favored, their voices were and continue to be the least heard. This is
why social media and poetry is so popular among them.

Poetry has always been used as the language of the people. There
have been hundreds of major poetic movements throughout our
history. In the beginning, Ancient Greek poetry lasted more than two
centuries — becoming a major influence throughout multiple
generations. Ancient Greeks were also one of the first major groups
to turn their poetry into writing instead of the typical oral poetic
forms. These Greek poets were dramatics, having created all of the
classic forms of literature, drama, music, and poetry. According to
Web Exhibit, this includes the ode, epic, lyric, tragedy, and comedy.
These poets included Hesiod, Sappho, Pindar, Aeschylus, Anacreon,
and Euripides. Through this modern literature was developed.
In the 11th and 13th centuries, provencal literature began to take
form. These people were part of the Holy Roman Empire who
preached Christian ideologies and used imagery, and music to guide
their lyrical poems before the Inquisition took place and diminished
their influence. Years later what we know as the Elizabethan and
Shakespearean eras took place as sonnets swept through late 16th
and early 17th century England. This is where we get our Romeo and
Juliets, and Venus and Adonis’. These works were inducted into our
educational system today and continue to influence the works of our
writers in the modern world — including me.
Poetry has long been used to push political agendas. Romantic
poetry held similar power in pushing political agendas, according to
Gaura Narayan, the Associate Professor of Literature at Purchase
College.

“Romantic poets were actually changing things up, which is why they
wrote the ways in which they did,” said Narayan. “They also took
their inspiration from the royal ballad of Scotland, which maybe was
the rap poetry of the day.”
The poetry was sung, which may have added to the inspirational
aspect of their work.
For Narayan, who I surprisingly learned considered herself to be an
“army brat” due to her father’s role in the Indian army, poetry is
intensely political. Romantic poetry is the poetry of revolution.
Romantic poets had audiences rethinking social organization. She
considers their origins are in orality — the use of speech as a way of
communication rather than writing.
Narayan’s mother held a similar title as her, as a professor of
literature. Her mother studied British romantic poetry, a poetic form
Narayan began to study and teach herself. Inspired by poetry, one of
her favorite literary pieces is a poem by William Wordsworth called
“Tintern Abby.”
“There are times in my life where I read that poem every day,” said
Narayan. “It calms me. I just feel better about everything when I read
that poem.”

Wordsworth was an English romantic poet who helped launch the
romantic age in English literature. Many of his work focused on
nature, humanity, religion, and morality.

F

or 23-year-old Black poet Reshon Witter, poetry is more than

writing your thoughts down on paper. It’s a form of expression and
activism.
“Life inspires me as a poet, whether my own experiences or the
experiences of those surrounding me,” said the Bronx native. “During
2016, Rupi Kaur’s “Milk & Honey” became popular and her story
inspired me to share mine when I was struggling to find a creative
outlet.”
Witter was a good child. Coming from a family of four children,
Witter was envied by her siblings. Without a way to express her
personal feelings, she took to poetry. New York-inspired, she later
went on to self-publish her poetic book “Neoteric” in 2019, where
the theme of empowerment is subtly developed throughout.
“I believe that in the Black community, mental health is a topic very
seldom openly discussed when we as a community experience
higher rates of trauma,” said Witter. “I think these topics are
important and the goal is to just serve as an inspiration for other

people to live in their truth, share their stories, empower themselves,
and overcome any hardships.”
I was first introduced to Witter a few months back by a friend. We
both have a strong love for poetry and are connected as selfpublished authors of our own poetic works. I still recall when we
attended Governer’s Island Poetry Festival in 2019. The grassy
terrain was full of diverse faces, all aspiring poets or lovers of the
craft. Poetry vendors were positioned on all sides of the park, and
the voices of poetry being read on different stages rang through our
ears. Despite Witter’s yearning to speak more about her work, she
was too shy to go on one of the stages to perform — an issue of
confidence I understood as a fellow Black woman creative. While my
own fear was prevalent, I chose to perform one of my poems from
my book. With a small crowd already laying across the greenery in
front, I stood on the heightened platform, the mic positioned close to
my lips, the book raised a bit below my eyelids. My mind was blank
as my words slipped from my lips and at the end of my words, snaps
and claps surrounded my frame. After I left the stage, a young Black
girl, barely ten came up to me with her mother. Eyes wide and full of
excitement I still remember the words she told me: “That was really
great. I’m really inspired.”
This was when I knew my work and my words mattered. This is
when I knew of its importance. Though its relevance and impact in
the lives of others today remain questionable.

A

ccording to the results of the 2017 Survey of Public Participation

in the Arts (SPPA), poetry readers have doubled in the past five years
in the United States. Numbers went from 6.7% in 2012 to nearly
12% in 2017. This means that 28 million people decided to read a
poem last year — marking the highest number since the first survey
was conducted 15 years ago.
“Poetry is so wide-ranging,” says Aaron Zimmerman, founder of The
New York Writer’s Coalition. “When young people discover poetry,
it’s really exciting. It’s a form of self-expression that is inherent to
human beings — so when you discovered it, it was already there
within you.”
In 2002, Aaron Zimmerman, a Brooklyn native, started The New
York Writer’s Coalition for youth and adults to spark their creativity
through poetry. The Coalition began after he was leading workshops
in housing residents called Prince George. The people who lived
there were low-income people who were homeless or suffering from
disease. He recalls his love for the workshops and how attentive the
writers were. That’s when he thought of the idea to start his own
non-profit.
Youth write poetry because they find it simple, according to
Zimmerman. Poetry is about expanding horizons, hearing new
voices, and the possibilities that come with language. Though

sometimes meanings are unclear, people can be impacted through
the language we hear. When it comes to the older generation, poetry
is used to express thoughts in a non-literal way by “sneaking up on
the issue.”
“For adults, poetry is a community-building endeavor,” Zimmerman
said. “It brings them together to share their work and work on their
craft — similar to young people.”
According to the National Education Association’s (NEA’s) study, the
rate of poetry-reading among those 18–24 more than doubled.
Numbers rose from 8.2% in 2012 to 17.5% in 2017. Women were a
majority among poetic readers and also showed a gain of 14.5%.
Those in non-white groups such as African-Americans, AsianAmericans, and non-white Hispanic read poetry at the highest rates.
The NEA and Poetry Coalition suggest that poetry organizations are
contributing to this rise.
During the coalition’s summer workshops, many of the leaders bring
random themes into focus. The youth are separated into groups
based on age range. Workshop leaders brainstorm theme ideas to
spark creativity. Some prompts include nature, a color, or rhymes.
One popular one to get their students started is to think of two lies
and one truth. This sparks the imagination.
“We are at a time where young poets of color are being heard more
than before,” Zimmerman said. “With movements like #Black Lives

Matter, poetry has had a place in it to express ideas and concepts
that are new.”
During the time of the Civil Rights Movement, poets would rally
together and use their words to protest and spread the need for
change. When Congress passed the 13th Amendment in 1865,
abolishing slavery in the U.S., segregation was still intact. 1968 was
an intensive time during the movement, where activists and
creatives worked together. According to the Poetry Foundation,
poets such as Margaret Walker, Nikki Giovanni, and June Jordan
were influenced by the civil rights movement and used their work to
instill “a sense of pride in one’s identity, to praise freedom fighters
and honor fallen leaders, to chronicle acts of resistance, and to offer
wisdom and strength to fellow activists.”

P

olitics is a major reason for the growth in poetic interest among

teenagers and young millennials, according to the NEA. in 2018,
poetry book sales reached an all-time high, with women of color
being at the forefront of the movement. Many of the works they
write revolve around revolution, empowerment, activism, and
cultural metaphors striving for their voices and the voices of their
communities to be heard.
Rupi Kaur, a popular poet in this day and age with her book, “Milk
and Honey,” brought back this poetic movement among people of

color. Indian-born and Canadian, Kaur conquered social media with
her work — a powerful tool that those of the past couldn’t take
advantage of. Her poems are short, and at times political and
empowering — different from the long prose poetic activists have
written in the past. I admit that although I brought her work —
simply due to the increase in popularity and its trending on
Instagram — it wasn’t something my mind would instantly go to.
Since her career, Kaur has done an array of speaking events, while
having her work published worldwide, as she was a best seller on
The New York Times consistently. Many would find her to be an
Instapoet and some would deem her unworthy of the title of a true
poet due to how different her writing style is compared to popular
ones in history.
One blog piece in Arts at Michigan, University of Michigan’s blog,
states, “Kaur has mastered the art of making her poems seem
profound, especially by capitalizing on the lazy technique of lines
breaks.” Another review in Society19 described Kaur as having
“completely shits on the core foundation that constitutes literature
as a whole, and thus her work isn’t poetry no matter how much
popularity she may gain.”
Despite the love-hate relationship Kaur faces from her current
audience, she’s the poet of today.

While Rupi Kaur may have started this trend among the younger
generation after her book reached popularity in 2016, the evolution
continues yet remains separate from poetic activism in the past.
Kaur’s work and journey is proof that poetry trends far beyond book
publishing. Although Covid put a hold on in-person poetry slams and
open mics, virtual performances and workshops increased. The NY
Writers Coalition hosted an array of virtual poetry workshops over
Zoom during the pandemic, and last year Save the Children invited
children around the globe to write short poems about COVID-19.
TikTok even has a hashtag, specifically for poetry lovers. The
number of views: 137.5 million. Despite people unable to be in the
presence of verbal poetic presentations, the work was still being
seen, written, and appreciated.
The interest in poetry is on the rise and according to Jennifer
Baker,the president and executive director of the Academy of
American Poets, Poets.org is one of the “most visited” poetry
websites.
“Traffic to Poets.org is now up 25% from March 1, 2020, to today
compared to last year in this time frame,” Benka told USA TODAY on
Jan. 25.
With the pandemic and social unrest due to police brutality and
other injustices, the art form keeps trending.

“This intersection between social justice and art forms are merging
out of necessity,” Zimmerman said. “This is the way of expressing
outrage over our world and the horrible things our government is
doing.”
When dwelling on the history of poetry and how Black women have
led the poetic and social movements of the past with their writing,
one question remains: Is poetry the best move forward? This is when
I decided to connect with Ashley Fields, a 23-year-old poet and cofounder of Brown Sugar Lit, an online womanist literary magazine,
focusing on the voices of women of color. For Fields, poetry can
benefit the writer and the audience. It all depends on what or who
the writer intended the poem to be for.
“We as black women already are not traditional to the larger
majority — so it’s kind of nice being able to flow off of something
that just comes straight from your heart, rather than focusing on a
specific structure or frame to follow somebody else’s form and
needs,” Fields said. “I think that’s one of the brilliant things about
Black women. We don’t conform. “
Fields also watched Gorman’s speech during the Presidential
inauguration. While Gorman is younger than Fields, she was proud.
She feels that something is going to happen. For Fields, Gorman is
opening the door for poets who have a lot more to say. Gorman was
the first youth poet laureate, where she received the title in 2017.
Three more youths succeeded her: Patricia Frazier in 2018, Kara

Jackson in 2019, and Meera Dasgupta in 2020. Despite their winning,
they haven’t appeared in the media to the extent Gorman has or
received the amount of popularity and success since their title was
given.
Even when you look at the children of famous Black women poets
such as Maya Angelou or Audre Lorde, they haven’t followed their
parent’s footsteps. Angelou only had a son, Guys Johnson, who
suffered from the inability to walk after a car accident in his 20s. He
was never known to be a poet. Lorde’s daughter, Elizabeth LordeRollins was a doctor and writer, although poetry didn’t seem to be
her priority. In many cases, the poetic movement did not continue
with them. In the book, “The Wind Is Spirit: The Life, Love and
Legacy of Audre Lorde,” written by Dr. Gloria Joseph, Rollins writes:
“I’d never read my mother’s work, though I loved poetry. My mom’s
books were all over our house. I’d been in her office, filing her
correspondence, while she fought with her editors at Norton about
the artwork for Coal; I’d heard her and Frances talking about how
the Between Ourselves book should be handled — — the publisher
wanted the poems to run contiguously, and my Mom was adamant
that each needed its own page. So it wasn’t like I didn’t know my
Mom was a poet.”
For Rollins, her mom was a poet. It was part of her identity. But it
wasn’t part of hers.

“I’d mostly say poetry is beneficial to the writers,” Fields said.
“Everybody has different mindsets and that is okay, but as long as
they’re open-minded then who knows, maybe it does benefit them.”
During her time at Purchase College, Fields recalled a moment
during her sophomore year. She was taking a Fiction Writing class.
Fields wrote a piece that revolved around police brutality and Black
Lives Matter where she told the story of a Black figure who was
unarmed and wrongfully shot by the police. This was a part of her
story that her white professor didn’t seem to understand. “She just
didn’t understand why I had the cops shoot him,” Fields said. “It
made me feel sad and doubtful of my skills, but was an important
moment for me to realize.”
Fields realized that her work was important and needed to be shared
among those who may not stay updated on current events or
understand them. “You’re saying something true. You’re saying
something to have an impact on people. It’s all about how they feel.”
Fields’ words had an impact on me. This led me to believe her words
had an impact on others — no matter how small or large her
audience was. We later went on to discuss her career as an editorial
assistant for Rick Riordan Presents and Disney-Hyperion — spaces
she exclaimed aren’t as racially inclusive as she’d like. When I asked
her if she felt her voice was heard as a Black woman in life, there was
a slight pause before she answered. What came after was stillness, a
slight inhale of breath and a chuckle.

“It feels like I’m fighting a lost cause,” recalled Fields. “It’s very
uncomfortable but it gives you a reason not to stop using your voice.”

I

couldn’t remember my last in-person poetic performance.

When the Covid-19 pandemic hit, all of my writing came to a
standstill, and my interest in poetic works seemed to diminish. But
then on January 20, 23-year-old poet Amanda Gorman recited her
poem in front of thousands during the presidential inauguration. In
her blazing red headband, crowned-shaped braids, and bright yellow
blazer — a strong symbol of sunshine and warmth — Gorman
fearlessly performed her poem, “The Hill We Climb.” Her speech was
a powerful combination of her call for unity and the undeniable truth
of the generational division in our country. It was her response to
the storming of the United States Capitol and it was heard by
millions.
Watching Gorman perform her work was a dynamic reminder of the
power Black women have when they speak and write. Comfortably
positioned in the living room with my mother, grandparents, and
great-grandmother, we watched Gorman perform. It was a
momentous day of celebration for the inauguration of a new
president — one we hoped would be better than his predecessors.
When Gorman first stood on the podium, eyes passionate and
standing tall, we were silent. My mom snuggled beside me had

reached out to grasp my shoulder, squeezing in anticipation when
Gorman began to speak.
“That could be you,” she whispered.
My mom never considered herself to be an activist, although she
remains a fan of popular activist poets such as Maya Angelou and
Audre Lorde. My grandparents, who lived through Jim Crow in the
south, were fully immersed in the time of civil rights, yet I never
heard of their physical effort to fight against it.
In this world where poetry is becoming more mainstream, using
poetry as a form of activism isn’t too far out of reach. Gorman was
proof of this reality.
As she performed, everyone was silent — me, my family, and those
physically in the presence of her words. And when her performance
ended, the applause not only came from the audience but from my
family as well. To think of all of the Gormans hidden from the world,
yearning to express their views on our country and the issues facing
their own communities. Some like Gorman are in the limelight, while
others still yearn for their own chance to shine.
It wasn’t until a few hours later I pondered my mom’s comment. She
was right. I could be Gorman. She was already me. And when you
look at the history of Black women in poetry, you notice the strong
influence they had on civil rights and how our society is currently

shaped. Black women and their work were relevant during their
time and perhaps it’s still relevant now.

